
Autumn is perhaps the most mellow
and reflective season of the year.
Shorter days encourage reading in the
evening, while crisp air and colorful
vistas invite weekend hikes and trips to
the countryside.  Regrettably, too
many people waste their precious
weekends raking leaves into piles or
shattering the quiet peace of sunny
afternoons with leaf blowers.  There is
a better solution.

Rather than trying to rid your lawn
of fallen leaves, you should actually
consider leaving them where they are.
It is nature's way to recycle, after all.
Certainly no one is raking up and bag-
ging the leaves which fall in wooded
parks and forests.  Given a bit of time,
all of the leaves are transformed by
worms, bacteria, and other organisms
into rich humus, which will continue to
feed trees, shrubs, and other plants
year after year for millennia.

Your yard is simply an extension of
the same natural process.  Trees
around your property draw nutrients
and minerals from the soil, converting
those elements into new leaves and
branches.  By raking up those leaves,
you essentially short-circuit the natural
cycle by which nutrients are returned
to the soil.  After a number of years,
the soil will lose its fertility.  In fact,
carting off leaves and grass clippings is
akin to strip mining, ultimately affect-
ing the health of everything you are
trying to grow.

Spreading costly fertilizers on your
lawn may restore some nutrients, but
not all of the vital minerals and organic
matter needed for healthy, vigorous
plants.  Leaves, on the other hand,
contain all of the nutrients and
micronutrients your lawn needs.  The
trick is getting those leaves back into
the soil without smothering your lawn
in the process.

Enter the lawnmower.  For more
than ten years, almost all new lawn-
mowers sold have been marketed as
mulching  mowers.  After decades of
bagging clippings, a majority of home-
owners have learned that it is best to
"grasscycle" their lawn clippings when
they mow.  Clippings left in place
quickly decompose and provide nutri-
ents to keep the lawn healthy.  

Your lawnmower can now do dou-
ble-duty as a leaf-mulcher.  Mower
blades can easily shred whole leaves
into small pieces, approximately one-
tenth their original size.  Your once-
daunting bounty of leaves will disap-
pear into a thin layer of tiny particles
easily digested by worms and bacteria.
In fact, a healthy earthworm popula-
tion is capable of dragging a one-inch
layer of organic matter down into their
underground burrows in just a few
months.  Unseen by human eyes, they
are diligently loosening and enriching
your soil, and feeding the roots of your
lawn for free.  Perhaps you should
think of your mower as a food proces-
sor for worms!

Begin your regimen of  leaf-mulching
by setting the mower to a normal

Turning autumn leaves into healthy lawns



three-inch height.  Remove bagging
attachments and block off the chute
on a rear-discharge machine.  Run
your mower over the lawn while walk-
ing slowly, giving the mower blades
plenty of time to shred up the leaves.
Please note that mower-mulching
works best when leaves are relatively
dry and are no more than one inch
deep.  Do not wait until every last leaf
has fallen before getting started.

If your mower has a side discharge
chute, you will probably want to begin
on the outside perimeter of your lawn,
blowing your chopped leaves onto
unmowed areas, and continue mow-
ing inward.  This will keep the leaf par-
ticles on the lawn, and even allow you
to mow over them a few more times.
Some savvy gardeners like to direct the
discharge of shredded leaves into
ground cover areas or under founda-
tion plantings, where organic matter is
also welcome.

If your first pass over the lawn has
left a significant quantity of whole
leaves, go back over the leaves while
mowing at a right angle to the first
cut, perhaps walking even more slow-
ly.  Leaves take more work than grass,
especially if they are somewhat damp.

There are other options and uses for
some of your shredded leaves.  For
example, if your mower does have a
bagging attachment, you might want
to apply the shredded material as a
mulch two to four inches thick under
your trees and shrubs.  Do not pile the
mulch directly against tree trunks. 

Shredded leaves can also be applied
to other planting beds, such as peren-
nial borders and herb gardens.  Avoid
applying mulch until after the first
hard freeze.  A two to three inch

mulch layer will help maintain a uni-
form soil temperature all winter and
protect tender root systems.   The
mulch blanket will also prevent frost
upheaval caused by frequent thawing
and refreezing, which is especially
damaging to bulbs, tuberous flowers,
and some half-hardy perennials.  

Naturally, the leaf mulch will also feed
your plants by recycling nutrients, con-
serve soil moisture during dry spells, and
prevent the emergence of weeds.

You can also add your shredded
leaves to a compost pile or bin. The 
smaller leaf particles decompose in
about 75 percent of the time required
by whole leaves, and you can further
add a astonishing volume of shredded
leaves into the bin, which is useful for
properties with numerous mature
trees.  In addition, if you find that you
are cutting some grass while running
over the leaves, you are probably cre-
ating the perfect blend of  materials to
ensure an effective, fast-working com-
post pile.  Your shredding efforts may
even reward you with nutrient-rich
compost ready for use in the Spring.

Fall Lawn Care Reminders
Mulching leaves into your lawn is just
the first step toward a naturally
healthy lawn.  Consider aerating your
lawn by either renting a core-aerating
machine (about $65 per full day) or
hiring a lawn care firm ($75 and up
depending on overall lawn size).
Aerating breathes life into compacted
soils and helps organic matter filter
deeper into subsoils and root zones.  

You should also test your soil with a
simple seven dollar kit from the
Cooperative Extension Service
(301.590.9638) to determine proper

nutrient application rates.  Your soil
test will also indicate the type and
quantity of lime your lawn needs; local
soils are naturally acidic.

Finally, autumn is the most beneficial
time to fertilize your lawn.  Use an
organic or slow-release fertilizer (mini-
mum 40 percent water-insoluble nitro-
gen source) to feed the soil and your
lawn's roots all winter long. Do not
apply more than one pound per thou-
sand square feet at any one time. 

Additional Resources
For more information about lawn and
garden care, soil testing, fertilizing,
and composting, visit the DEP website
listed below.  Be sure to look for the
following GreenMan Factsheets: 

· Fall Tips to Help Winterize Your Lawn

· Understanding Soil and Soil Testing

· Fall into Spring: The Garden Year Begins

· Mower Power to Your Lawn

· Proper Feeding & Watering Guidelines

· Defending Your Turf from Pests & Problems

· Environmental Lawn Care

· Easy Composting

· Getting Started: Composting Basics

· Ten Compost Myths
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